Blunted growth hormone response to clonidine in post-traumatic stress disorder.
Hyperactivity of the sympathetic and noradrenergic systems is thought to be a feature of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Assessment of noradrenergic receptor function can be undertaken by measuring the growth hormone (GH) response to the alpha2-agonist clonidine. The aim of this study was to examine whether subjects with combat-related PTSD (with or without co-morbid depression) have a blunted growth hormone response to clonidine, compared to a combat-exposed control group. Twenty-three Vietnam veterans suffering from PTSD alone, 27 suffering from PTSD and co-morbid depression, and 32 veteran controls with no psychiatric illness were administered 1.5 microg/kg clonidine i.v. Plasma growth hormone was measured every 20 min for 120 min. The growth hormone response to clonidine was significantly blunted in the non-depressed PTSD group compared to both the depressed PTSD group and the control group as measured by peak growth hormone, delta growth hormone and AUC growth hormone. Subjects with PTSD and no co-morbid depressive illness show a blunted growth hormone response to clonidine. This suggests that post-synaptic alpha2-receptors are subsensitive. This finding is consistent with other studies showing increased noradrenergic activity in PTSD.